collection in the northeast corner of the room, Spider Man comic books in the southwest corner, near the head of her own bed. The room wasn't his anymore, but it was no longer hers, either. Now that he was dead it was just a room, four walls a floor a ceiling and an exactly square window hurtling with her around the center of the planet through different points of time; since no one but her entered the room now, she'd been left as some sort of gatekeeper, contemplating the limitations of the human references the room still contained. The things left in the room weren't shrine to her dead brother so much as they were now shrine to impossibility, and the failed hope for all the things Russell had so rarely touched when he was alive. She felt irreparably vicious, scooting aside his Lego cabin with the edge of her bare foot, but she persisted in pushing it to the wall, even as it fell in half and then crumbled into chunks of joining plastic bricks.
She went through all his old socks and found the ones with holes and discarded them in the outside trash bin, where her parents wouldn't find them. She arranged the clothes hanging in Russell's closet, first by color, and then by size within the color, and then, if she couldn't remember having seen Russell wearing them in the year before his death, ripped them beyond the possibility of wearing and tossed them on a growing pile in the southeast corner of the room. Over time, she discarded and rearranged his effects until she'd assembled several assorted piles of Russell, which someone came and cleared one day while she was at school. She opened the door to find it all gone and she gasped, audibly-the mess itself had become as a living, breathing human, so that when it was gone, she missed it. She came home two days later to find Russell's bed and nightstand similarly disappeared. She didn't dare ask what had happened. She wouldn't have called herself relieved. She hadn't wanted to clear her brother from her life. She'd simply wanted to proceed with her own.
Her parents were still paying hospital bills for a dead child. The financial difficulty showed up incrementally: her mother's "absolutely not" when Ruth asked if they were going on a vacation that summer, her father's uncharacteristic purchase of a lottery ticket, which she found hidden in his office drawer when she went looking for the pencil sharpener. It took six months for Cora to tell them that eating off paper plates was cheaper than running the dishwasher, and another four for her to run out of money at the supermarket.
Ruth had been helping unload provisions from the cart when she noticed the man behind them, who had joined the line after they started unloading. He seemed to be appraising her, and she felt embarrassed to be unloading such an intimate item as supermarket brand toilet paper. When he looked away to the row of tabloids Ruth inspected his face, then felt her own face hardening with the recognition: it was Ralph O'Brien, their next door neighbor, a police officer who she often saw coming home for lunch in his blue and whitelettered squad car. When they'd first moved into the neighborhood, Mr. O'Brien had yelled at her and Wendy. What are you girls doing here, he'd said, from his place in his own yard. He'd been wearing a cowboy hat while weeding, and to look at him, they'd had to look into the sun: instead of a face, she saw nothing, just the space of shadow under his hat.
They'd been playing a game they always called Wonder Woman, a game that often got them injured with skinned knees and ankles, a test of which one of them could take the most squares of sidewalk in one jump. We live here, Wendy had said. Ruth could only gawk at this faceless man. You live where, Mr. O'Brien had said, and they'd pointed to their own yard, their own new house, its new coat of paint, the new shutters flanking the clean new windows.
There in the supermarket, Mr. O'Brien took a few steps back to scan the other checkouts for a shorter wait time but, seeing nothing, remained in line behind them. As Ruth removed the 28 ounces of canned peas (which, in the new family economy, replaced the sixteen ounces of frozen), he shifted impatiently from foot to foot. Ruth tried not to glare. He seemed to know nothing about the patience that grief demanded of people.
"$64.39," the clerk told Cora, after he'd punched the last of their order into the register. Ruth saw her mother's shoulders slacken. Cora counted and then recounted the three twenties in her hand as though another one might magically appear. She took her purse off her shoulder and plumbed its depths. Ruth could see the new gray hair at her temples glistening in the supermarket's fluorescent lights.
"Put back the eggs," she told Ruth. Ruth took the eggs and prepared to walk to the dairy in the rear of the store, but before she could get around him, Mr. O'Brien was handing Cora a five-dollar bill. "Please," he said. His voice was gentler than she'd imagined it to be, but Ruth was afraid. She was afraid that her mother was going to take money from the impatient white man. It was so critical that she didn't.
"Absolutely not," her mother said, but with such little conviction that Mr. O'Brien handed his five past her shoulder to the cashier. Cora turned meekly towards him and said "Thank you. Thank you so much," and Ruth knew that her mother had lost, in that moment, the small amount of power she'd had left in the world.
Five brown paper bags sat at the end of the line. Ruth hadn't noticed who'd bagged them. Beyond the cashier's handing Mr. O'Brien his change from the five, beyond the buffeted look on her mother's face, Ruth hadn't noticed a thing.
"Good luck," he said, as she and her mother put the bags into their cart and proceeded out into the summer.
"Yup," Cora said, trying to be flip, but to Ruth it sounded as an earthquake.
